What arouses our interest is curiosity to know about others. What is an autobiography? The dictionary says: "A personal account of one's own life especially for publication". Autobiographies offer insight into the mode of consciousness of others especially in the case of men of notable achievement to know the personal story of well-known events, of motives and intentions that are hidden behind them. This type of knowledge is interesting and instructive.
A diarist notes down what at the moment seems of importance to him but the autobiographer's description has an ultimate, long range significance. If an autobiography uses the diary material in it, it strengthens its authenticity. A diary-entry provides material for a clear picture which otherwise might have escaped memory. Roy Pascal in "Design and Truth in Autobiography" says Ruskin notes that the despondent account of his aesthetic obtuseness on an early trip along the Riviera which he gives in Practerita does not conform with his diary-"I see, indeed, in turning the leaves of my journal, that I have been a little too morose in my record of impressions" and he corrects any possible misapprehensions by inserting a page of the journal (Note 1).
Similar is the case with letters as Pascal says: "When it was suggested to Goethe that he should embody letters in his autobiography, he refused on the ground that incoherent realia strewn about must necessarily disturb the good effect".
It is difficult to make a watertight compartment between a memoir and an autobiography. But this much can be said with no fear of being contradicted that the attention in an autobiography is centered on the self whereas in memoirs on others.
The autobiography of a statesman is nearer to his memoirs. Bismark wrote his "Thoughts and Reflections" with a view to justifying himself. Naturally he was not modest. However he limited his account to the inside story-the particular events, correcting and supplementing which was publicly known. This book is not in an autobiographical form.
Gandhi was creative in its truest sense, as he concludes: "To describe truth as it has appeared to me, and in the exact manner in which I have arrived at it has been my ceaseless effort". W. B. Yeats, the great English poet and Henry James both have written autobiographical notes with an intention to write their autobiographies which are reduced to recollections and remembrances. Cases in point are Yeats's "Reveries over childhood and Youth" which consists largely of recollections of relatives and friends; Henry James intended to write his autobiography as a memorial to his brother, his father and friends. Despite their recollections and reminiscences their works are nearer to the form of autobiography.
So we can define autobiography as a work that "involves the reconstruction of the movement of a life, or part of a life, in the actual circumstances in which it was lived". Its center of interest is the self, not the outside world, though necessarily the outside world must appear so that, in give and take with it, the personality finds its peculiar shape. But "reconstruction of a life" is an impossible task (Pascal, 1960) .
But only record of events of a man's life is not autobiography as A.M. Clark said: "Autobiography is not the annals of a man's life, but its 'philosophical history'".
Great Autobiographies
We can say that autobiography is a shaping of the past. It records various stages in an individual's life, establishing coherence between the stages. It defines consistency of relationship between individual and the milieu or the outside world. Achievement in life is the hallmark of an autobiography. All great autobiographies are written by the people of outstanding name and fame.
The literary figure like a public figure writes under the impression that the posterity, the coming generation would be raring to know about him so to satisfy their curiosity he would be writing his life history-the autobiography. Under the self-same urge Petrarch began his "Letter to Posterity" with a legitimate pride:
"Perchance you will want to know what manner of man I was, and how my writings fared." Most of the autobiographies of writers are written with this end in view.
The West has produced some of the great autobiographies. For example Logan Pearsall Smith's "Unforgotten Years" is a loose form of autobiography that is why it reminisces.
St. Augustine's "Confessions" is a great autobiography which deals with a series of spiritual crises in his early life. He was for a time Manichaean (Note 2) but was converted after hearing sermons of Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, where Augustine was a teacher of rhetoric. The scene of his conversion is vividly described in his autobiography "Confessions". It deals with the description of manners of his times. Such autobiographies which are too engrossed in the self to take note of the outer world-rather the outward world are totally blurred fail to fulfill the purpose and dictates of an autobiography. Chateaubriand (Note 3) was not particular or scrupulous in his method of recalling the past. His Memoirs were written and revised over three decades, often under startlingly changed conditions both public and private (Pascal, 1960) . Vol. 5, No. 4; 2015 In the view of Roy Pascal, Years of Childhood is true autobiography. Stendhal's (Note 5) autobiography is entitled Souvenirs d' Egotisme and is a genuine autobiography. Pascal says "He asks himself a series of questions like: "What man am I?" and intends to try to see if he can discover something positive, something that will remain for a long time true" for himself. His method is to retrace all the incidents of the ten years he spent in Paris between 1821 and 1830. There is no need to say that the book is full of illuminating remarks about himself and his acquaintance, and tells us a great deal about his mode of life.
His autobiography about his childhood is depicted in his Vi de Henry Brulard. One can grasp his personality through peeping into his childhood. Pascal writes: "He makes us fully aware of the effect of the loveless home, the forced piety and the snobbery of his father and aunt, their admiration of his gifts and their well-meaning obstruction of his natural needs; We see how isolation intensifies the self assertion, conceit, and malice of the intelligent and imaginative child, we can trace the sources of his 'Spanish' pride, his horror of the burgeois, his loathing of hypocrisy and rhetoric and so forth. Yet Henry Brulard is true autobiography…"
Rousseau said that he would give the past as it was in its utter truth. "The likeness of a man in all the truth of nature." Roy Pascal points out "The description of the boyish ruse of watering the willow, the idyllic day with Mlles de Graffenried and Galley, the picture of the Abbe tightening Mme Warens' stay-laces, have the sharp stab and lingering aroma of remembered delights rather than the blurred naivety of actual experience."
Some autobiographies are published after death. A case in point is David Hume's. After Hume's (Note 6) death his friend Adam Smith published his autobiography "Life" in 1777.
If we compare Hume's "Life" with Croce's (Note 7) we will find the common factor that both were "equally terse, equally anxious to avoid dwelling on irrelevancies and equally determined to restrict their themes to the history of their calling or mission. But Croce includes in his account factors from outside literature and philosophy, his family and the society of Napoles, the impact of social events and personalities at Rome."
A good biographer carefully chooses from his life and connects past with present continuously and logically. He consciously rationalizes his life and memory operates unconsciously towards the same end.
Cardinal Newman's autobiography "Apologia pro Vita Sua" is a remarkable autobiography. "He wrote this in answer to Charles Kingsley, who in Macmillan's Magazine misrepresenting Newman, had remarked that Newman did not consider truth as a necessary virtue. 'The Apologia' came out serially and when it was published as a book much of the controversial matter was omitted. It is an exposition, written with the utmost simplicity and sincerity, and in a style of limpid clearness, of his spiritual history, and has obtained recognition as a literary masterpiece." (Harvey, 1967) Commenting on "Apologia" Roy Pascal says: "It is clear that he does much less than justice to that part of his experience and thought that found its fulfilment within the Church of England though the complexity of this problem is illustrated by the fact that it was only his conversion to Rome that made him need to write his autobiography."
The central and most complicated problem of autobiography is not "relating facts but experiences" i.e. the interaction of a man and facts or events.
Great Russian novelist, of "The Mother" fame Maxim Gorky (Note 8), wrote his autobiography entitled "Childhood" . This autobiography is his masterpiece which has been translated in many languages. Stressing on inside view Roy Pascal says: "The autobiography gives us the 'inside view' what Rousseau calls the 'chain of feeling' for which the autobiographer is often the only authority. But the author himself tends to remain, in Henry James' phrase a 'blurred image' in contrast to the bright images of the people and things he knows."
Difference between Autobiography and Biography
Showing the difference between autobiography and biography Roy Pascal says: "There is an essential difference between autobiography and biography. We are the only authority for the 'chain of feeling' in our lives and we establish this chain mainly through memory. The biographer depends on recorded data and as far as possible checks all subjective memories against records, often in fact rectifying faulty recollections." Inaccuracy is not a serious problem for the autobiographer and Stendhal writes for all when he says: "I do not at all claim to write a history but quite simply to note down my memories in Vol. 5, No. 4; 2015 The autobiographies are based on objective evidence. Some entirely rely on memory, for example most parts of Rousseau's (Note 9) autobiography are those for which he had no documentary sources.
Roy Pascal rightly observes: "Memory can be trusted because autobiography is not just reconstruction of the past but interpretation; the significant thing is what the man can remember of his past. It is a judgment on the past within the framework of the present…"
In an autobiography it is the spirit of the writer that counts. But triviality is the bane of an autobiography Trollope gives a moving account of his boyhood.
As is recorded by Paul Harvey in Oxford Companion to English literature: "He has described in his Autobiography the miserable conditions under which, owing to the poverty of his family induced by the misfortunes or mismanagement of his father, he went, first to Harrow, then to Winchester then again to Harrow; and how when his father's debts obliged the family to take refuge in Belgium his mother supported them by her writings." However there is no consistency in the high standard of Trollope's autobiography as Roy Pascal points out: "… but the remainder of his autobiography is mostly trivial… He tells us at the end: 'It will not, I trust, be supposed by any reader that I have intended in this so-called autobiography to give a record of my inner life.'"
Conclusion
An autobiography, if it is up to the mark, demands more than an account of personalities, events and circumstances. These must become the framework in some sense the embodiment of the personality of the writer as a man pledged to life and one must be set free from them as historical facts, and from the concern with their accuracy as historical documents, in order to savour the quality of the central personality.
